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INTRODUCTION
Gender equality is increasingly seen as an indication of. and a precondition for.
sustainable development in all areas, notably poverty reduction Despite the growing recognition
of the relevance of gender for the persistence of poverty and the effectiveness of poverty
alleviation strategies. anti- policy still for the most part does not address gender equality as an
integral part ot poverty alleviation measures.
History has attested to the active role that wornen in Nigeria have played in accelerating
the material and spiritual progress of the people. There are significant differences in the status of
women from country to country considering the rooted cultural framework On the other hand,
basic similarities unite women in the plight against differences wherever they exist -in the legal,
economic social, political, and cultural status of women
In Nigeria. women form a large part of the agricultural workforce. in the preparation.
processing and marketing of agricultural comModities Women constitute a substantial economic
resource, yet their status in this sector is of disadvantaged situation Generally existing strategies
for improving the situation of women tend to emphasize their role as wives motile; s chlid rearing
and home makers - cooking, gather fuel, fetch water, cleaning. family budget etc iAlarnu
Imam 1985). There are growing evidences which show women's broader roles and in which they
play vital roles in planning. implementing and evaluating However, the general trenci points to an
increasing and substantial participation of Nigerian women in labor force i e.. in fisheries,
agriculture community organizations etc (Adepop..i and Oppong 1994) Today, women are largely
involved in activities such as, fish marketing mend fishing gears, pre-harvest, post harvest
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activities. fish production (fish ponds. fish cages. fish pens, hatchery), fish processing (smoking,
canning), preservation, handling and packaging. Inspite of its involvement, there is still a eritical
factor on the situation of low income women and young girls earn for these services in Nigeria.
Poverty, unless seriously tackled. no significant change can take place. The problems of poverty
would ultimately result in poor health, poor nutrition, low level of education, limited income and
low community participation
Since Nigeria became independent over four decades ago..it has been in the struggle to
develop rural areas and at the same time fight poverty. To achieve this, many programmes have
betzi rrinched on poverty alleviation and rural development. Some of these include National
Directorate of Employment. the Directorate of Food, Roads and Rural Infrastructure, Better Life
Programme. Family Support Programme and the introduction in 2001 of the National Poverty
Eradication Programme that deals with the following: Youth Empowerment Scheme, Rural
infrastructure Development Scheme, Social Welfare Service Scheme and Natural Resource,
Development arid Conservation Scheme among others (Obaclan 2002).
A critical look at these programmes and schemes would reveal that none is gender specific and
women are riot considered as special beneficiaries in any of these programmes. Vi/ornen are
noted for their contributions to the economy.
WHY A GENDER PERSPECTIVE ON RURAL DEVELOPMENT AND POVERTY
ERADICATION?
The first justification for this, borders on the fact that there is considerable evidence that
women comprise the majority of the poor, particularly the poorest of the poor, and are more
affected by poverty than men. This phenomenon has been described as the feminization of
poverty and will be discussed in detail in the first section of the paper. A second and in some
ways perhaps the most compelling justification is the extensive evidence and convincing
argument that women are one of the most effective instruments for the eradication of poverty.
This will be taken tip in the second section of the paper. The final justification, closely related to
the second. IS the overwhelming argument that women are the key to the prevention of the
transmission of poverty to subsequent generations.
FEMINIZATION OF POVERTY
The feminization of poverty is a term that is extensively used in the developrrient literature but
less easily substantiated through quantitative data The difficulty in identifying the actual numbers
of poor women lies in the fact that poverty data are customarily presented only at the household
leveL Where poverty is measured in terms of income, it would be comparatively simple to provide
a sex breakdown that would establish the proportion of women among the poor in terms of
income. which is the usual conceptual basis for measuring poverty. Since income provides
access to a variety of resources or, to use Sen's term, entitlements, including decision-rnaking
pOwer, reliable income data at an individual level could be used to measure relative poverty within
thehousehold However, in developing countries including Nigeria income data is notoriously
diffieult to collect and is also known to be unreliable Consequently. the measurement of poverty
in developing countries tencis to rely on data obtained from expenditure surveys. Although in
theory it might be possible to ascertain the sex of the person in the household responsible for
each item of expenditure, the interpretation of such data is more difficult. However, since
women's role is typically one of stewardship. with most of the expenditures being for the benefit of
other family members rattler than the women themselves, it is more -difficult to argue that sex
breakdowns of expenditure data would capture the relative poverty of individual household
members,
Although there are no data to substantiate it the intra-household distribution of income is such
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that many or all of the women living in some near-poor households are in fact living below the
poverty line.
The number of households headed by women is sometimes regarded as an indicator of
the feminisation of poverty. However, although women on average earn less than men, it is by no
means automatic that households headed by women should be poorer than those headed by
men, Their relative poverty will depend heavily on the reasons for female household headship
and the general status of female headship in the particular society. There are several indicators
that do suggest feminisation of poverty:
Quantitative - women are more likely to:
be unpaid,
work in low wage jobs,
earn less than men for the same work, and
gain a smaller share of the household income.
Qualitative.
women are responsible for family basic needs, and
o when income is insufficient, women must substitute effort for income.
VVomen are more likely than men to be enumerated as economically inactive or to work
as unpaid family workers. Even among women in paid employment, a higher proportion of women
than men are concentrated in low wage jobs. Extensive studies also show that women producers
lave poorer access than men to all resources, from land to credit and technology. All these
factors suggest that women are likely to comprise the majority of the poor and constitute a
compelling case for accepting that the feminisation of poverty is a quantitative reality (Whitehead
2003)
The feminization of poverty can also be viewed from a qualitative perspective. Rural
women are not only the majority of the rural poor, but their poverty is likely to be aggravated by
factors and processes that do not affect men. Due to cultural factors, intra-household distribution
of food and other resowces is far from equal. In the distribution of food, women in all parts of rural
Nigeria tend to give priority to their husbands and other adult males and to their children. In the
context of poverty and food shortages, this results in higher levels of malnutrition, anemia and
related health problems among poor women than among poor men. Although cultural norms
require men to fulfill the role of breadwinner, the reality when men are unable to provide sufficient
income is that it is the women who are ultimately responsible for ensuring the survival of their
children. With or without the income that the husband is expected to provide, women are
responsible for feeding, clothing, sheltering and educating their children. Thus. poverty threatens
women's primary role as mother Poor women struggle to ensure survival in a variety of ways: by
accepting the lowest paid and most arduous jobs as a last resort and by substituting their own
time and effort to provide basic subsistence for their families, often by toiling long hours in
backbreaking work with extremely low productivity. The increasing prevalence of such
phenomena as male out-migration, family breakdown and the declining role of the extended
family as a safety net and support group further exacerbate the qualitative impact of poverty on
women,
3. Women as Change Agents for Poverty Eradication
Rural women play a key role in their societies at three levels. At the aggregate level, as
members of the labour force (whether counted or under-enumerated), they are an important. and
with development an increasingly important, source of labour. Through their domestic roles, they
contribute significantly to the capacity of the male members of their households to function
144
effectively .in the labour force. At the household level, they are producers of both marketed and
unmarketed goods and serVices, much of which is either under-enumerated or not included in the
national accounts. Due to their vulnerability, women particularly value security. As a result, they
are also an important source of savings and capital accumulation and often more effective savers
than men. At the inter-generational level, as the bearers and rearers of the next generation of
workers and citizens, they are critical change agents assuming the primary responsibility 'for
children's health and nutrition and most of the early processes of socialisation.
Women are thus of critical importance for poverty alleviation at all three levels. At the
national level, their contribution to the labour force as workers contributes to the national welfare
and income, although a significant part of their contr-ibution is uncounted (Waring, 1988), and
much of the rest is under-counted. Various estimates suggest that, if women's productive and
reproductive activities were fully incorporated into the national accounts, women would be found
to contribute between 30 and 40 per cent of Gross National Product (Pittin 1984).
At the household level, their role is particularly important because poverty is typically,
among other things, a consequence of the low productivity of the main income earner. As a result
of their lack of education and skills, the poorest households often need more than one income
merely to survive. The role of women in contributing directly to the income of poor households is
important both quantitatively and qualitatively. In terms of quantity, the income provided by
women is often either the mainstay of poor households or a substantial component of total
income. Resource-poor households are even more dependent than others on Women's labour in
the subsistence food sector and/or their earnings from wage labour or non-farm enterprises
(Jazairy, Alamgir and Panuccio, 1995) In terms of quality, numerous micro-studies show that
most of the income earned by women goes directly toward meeting the needs of their families,
particularly their children. Very little, if any, is used to meet wOmen's personal needs. By contrast,
even in the poorest households, a portion (sometimes a large part) of men's earnings is used for
personal needs such as cigarettes, alcohol and other social activities.
Equally' important at the household level are women's indirect contributions to household
income. VVomen's domestic roles as wives and mothers support and enhance the capacity of
male family members and working female children to undertake economic activity. PO'N women
also often make an important indirect contribution to household income by substituting long hours
of laborious drudgery gathering fuel and water, toiling in low yield subsistence cultivation, or
collecting field and forest foods in order to save direct cash outlays. The poorer the household,
the longer the hours worked by women in such low-yield activities.
Finally, in their role as mothers, poor women may be the instruments through which their
own poverty is transmitted to their sons and daughters (particularly the latter). Wornen who are
struggling to ensure the survival of their families may be forced to neglect the nutrition and health
of young children and often experience higher levels of infant mortality. Alternatively, with the aid
of appropriate deVelopment programmes, poor women can be the means of providing their
children with good nutrition and health and access to education. Research has shown
conclusively that education and health are the keys to eradicating poverty in the current
generation and to preventing the transmission of poverty to the next generation. Research has
also shown that mothers are the principle influence on children's nutrition, health and education.
Thus, women can become critical agents of change in anti-poverty programmes.
4. Gender as an Obstacle for Poor Women
However, poor women in particular are seriously constrained in their capacity to contribute
to family, ,income and to act as change agents by the impact of gender roles and stereotypes.
Gender affects women's participation in development in three basic ways First, the specific
gender roles of each sex affect their needs and priorities. For example, because of their gender
roles as wives and mothers, women have a greater need than men for convenient access to
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clean water, health clinics and inputs such as efficient Stoves and electricity to improv.e the
productivity of their domestic work (Matanmi 1990). The second way in which gender affects
vvomen's participation in development is through the effect of gender stereotypes on the
assumptions made by development programmes about their clients. For example, Departments
of Agriculture expect that farmers will be men and design extension services accordingly. Despite
the fact that a significant and increasing proportion of farmers are wornen, it has been estimated
that less than 2 per cent of extension agents throughout Nigeria are women (W1ndapo
Oladunni 1996). Gender stereotypes also lead policy-makers and development programmers to
assume that women are primarily housewives who stay at home and do no productive work
Thus, health and family planning programmes fail to adjust clinic times to the reality that most of
the poorest women in villages are out working in the fields, gathering fuel or engaged in off-farm
work (Abdullah 1995).
Finally, gender affects women's participation in development because the heavy burden
of domestic and reproductive work, particularly childcare, is often an obstacle to women's
participation in employment and programmes and their access to services. High fertility and the
consequent burden of the associated gender roles for women particularly handicap peor women.
who tend to have the highest levels of fertility.
:-:),,,,41proaches to Worne and Poverty: Nigerian Experience
L. I Trickle down approach: Initially, before the international decade for women and the First
World Conference on Women began to draw attention to the situation of women, it was generally
assumed that the benefits of development would be shared equally between women and men In
this version of the "trickle down" theory, no specific attempts were made to direct programmes or
projects toward women and there was no recognition, beyond the obvious areas of family
planning and maternal and child health, that women's needs or cOnce,rns might be different from
those of men. Anti-poverty strategies such as the Better Life for Rural VVomen, Health Care
Delivery System and a host of other welfare packages made little provision for women and
children but focused on the family unit, assuming that all members would benefit equally
(Obadan, 2002).
. 2 Women in Development (WID) Strategy: Gradually, during the UN Decade for VVomtn.
governments and development agencies began to recognize the role of women in development
(VVID) as a special issue of policy concern. However, the general perception if VV1D as a
development strategy was one of women as a "disadvantaged group" in need of improved
welfare through projects targeting and involving women only. Such projects were quite marginal
in the overall scheme of policy-making and programming, attracting a very small share of the total
budget of agencies, donors and governments - less than 1 per cent in most cases (Hassan,
1992) Where income generation was included in WID strategies, it also tended to focus on
traditional areas of work for women such as food preparation and processing, sewing, weaving
and handicrafts.
One important outcome of the WID Approach in Nigeria was the establishment of national
machineries for women in ,the form of Divisions, Departments and ultimately Ministries to deal
with women's affairs. In any event, women in rural areas did not feel the impact of these
programmes neither did they benefit from them (Udegbe 1995, Abdullah 1995, ljere 1990).
5. 3 Gender and Development - GAD Strategy: The Second World Conference on Women in
1985 reviewed the approach to the role of women in development and found that the impact of
projects and programmes on the lives and problems that women faced was marginal. The
Conference document. the Nairobi Forward Looking Strategies, women's role in development in
more positive terms, emphasizing their actual and potential contributions to development rather
than their welfare needs. Development practitioners and theorists began to realize that the
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essence of the problem was not women per se, but the differences between women and men. It
was also indreasingly recognized that the causes of these differences were to be found in
relationships between women and men - that is, in the prevailing socially. and culturally
determined gender relations. As this paradigm shift took hold, the WID approach was gradually
replaced, at least in terms of rhetoric, by the gender and development (GAD) or gender approach.
A key component of the entire approach was the desire to make national development
planning and programming more responsive to the needs of poor women and thus more effective
in poverty alleviation.
4 Mainstreaming: The concept refers to the need to include a gender approach and concern
for women's needs and concerns in all sectors and areas of programming and decision-making.
Gradually, the focus on advancing the status of women through a gender approach is moving out
of the social sectors into the mainstream macro economic agencies and sectoral depa7tments
(Pittins 1984).
The need for mainstreaming has become more apparent as economic arm lysis
increasingly reveals the ex. tent to which gender-blind macro-economic policies and sectoral
programmes have exacerbated and feminized poverty in many countries in recent years. The
State of World Rural Poverty (Jazairy, Alamgir and Panuccio, 1995) reported that the incidence of
poverty among women was increasing at the global level. This must be attributed in part a:1 the
impact of gender-blind structural adjustment programmes in many countries including Nigeria.
Conclusions and Recommendations
6.1 Conclusions
This paper has reviewed the Nigerian experience of rural development and poverty
reduction from a gender perspective. The country has achieved little success in rural
development and in reducing poverty. However, recent efforts in poverty alleviation in rural
development although comprehensive, they do not take women into consideration in the provision
of amenities and jobs suitable for them.
6. 2 Recommendations
Incorporating gender into the mainstream of poverty alleviation and rural development it
is necessary to integrate into policy formulation, planning and programming recognition of
the active roles that poor women now play in contributing to family incomes, national
wealth creation and the development of the nation's human capital;
Most of the present programmes were designed to meet the practical gender needs
without taking into consideration the strategic gender needs of women. In order,
therefore, to meet the latter needs, women should be empowered to hold political
positions, take decisions and implement decisions on issues that affect their well-being
right from the grassroot
Provision of cottage industries with simple operating machines in the rural and urban
areas would go a long way to enhance the income base of women, reduce their drudgery
and lighten their domestic activities
Taking active steps to share and further develop and refine development strategies and
programmes that will benefit poor women and thus contribute to the eradication of
poverty in this generation and the next;
Considering the establishment of a permanent forum for the exchange and development
of information, research, strategies and programmes on rural development and poverty
eradication;
Encouraging the collection and dissemination of sex-disaggregated statistics and data on
gender issues such as the extent and importance of women's unpaid work, particularly in
rural areas, in order to provide a better information - base for policy formulation and
programming;
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Encouraging the conduct of public information campaigns in rural areas to increase
recognition of the extent and importance of women's productive work with a view to
improving the accuracy of data on women's labour force participation.
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